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Pennsylvania’s Simon Cameron featured in 
Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum’s upcoming 

“Team of Rivals” Exhibit 
 

Artifacts from Lincoln’s first Secretary of War will be displayed with 
original Lincoln and Fort Sumter items to commemorate 

150th anniversary of Civil War  
 
 SPRINGFIELD, IL – United States Senator Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania was one of 
the four people who were seriously considered as a candidate for President.  Instead, he ended up 
working for the man who had surprised everyone and secured the 1860 Republican nomination.  
As the nation prepares to observe the 150th anniversary of the Civil War, a new exhibit opening 
October 14 at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Museum in Springfield, Illinois will use original 
artifacts from Cameron, other Cabinet members and Fort Sumter to bring to life one of the 
darkest and most uncertain periods in United States history. 
 

Titled Team of Rivals after the book by Pulitzer Prize-winning author and renowned 
presidential historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, the exhibit will feature many original artifacts that 
will be publicly displayed for the first time.  It will also use innovative video components and 
creative productions to immerse visitors in the tumultuous days leading up to the Civil War.  
Goodwin will act as the personal tour guide throughout the exhibit with recorded videos that 
narrate each section.  She will also be on hand to open the exhibit and deliver a public program 
October 14 – for ticket information, visit www.presidentlincoln.org.  

 
Original Cameron artifacts that will be part of the Team of Rivals exhibit include a 

November 14, 1860 letter from George P. Ihrie to then U.S. Senator Cameron discussing a 
possible assassination attempt during the Lincoln Inaugural.  The letter reads, in part:  “…This 
organization (not very large at present, but nightly increasing,) is principally composed of young 
men from the Rice and Cotton States, who hold secret night meetings, to which none but those 
who have taken the primary and requisite oath of secrecy are admitted. They have their signs, 
grips, etc. etc.  Their object is ‘to prevent the inauguration of Mr. Lincoln, at any risk and at all 
hazards.’…I have heard the probable assassination of Mr. Lincoln, through the agency of the 
long-range minié rifle, mentioned two or three times, by men under the influence of liquor… 



I shall keep vigilant watch upon them, and report to you, under the nomme de plume of 
‘Sentinel,’ anything of a serious and reliable nature, that I may learn…” 
 

Other Cameron items scheduled for the exhibit include his decorative inlaid wooden 
personal writing box; an engraving plate for Cameron’s business cards when he served as 
Minister to Russia; and a character reference letter for Cameron written to Lincoln by a 
Pennsylvania minister.  The Ihre letter and the artifacts are on loan specifically for Team of 
Rivals from the Historical Society of Dauphin County, www.dauphincountyhistory.org.  

 
The Team of Rivals will also feature original artifacts from Fort Sumter, including items 

relating to the two commanders, Brig. Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard and U.S. Major Robert Anderson; 
a section of wall, a mortar shell and friction primer wire, all from the Battle of Fort Sumter; and 
other remnants of the action that began the Civil War.   

 
Original Abraham Lincoln items in the exhibit include the original desk and inkwell 

Lincoln used to draft his First Inaugural Address, as well as the galley proofs of the speech; and 
a Lincoln signed original April 19, 1861 authorization to blockade Southern ports, a document 
many feel was the first official declaration of war by the Union.  Also included is a letter Lincoln 
wrote to New York school boy George Patten in March 1861, as the entire nation was plunging 
toward war, to confirm for George’s skeptical schoolmates that he had indeed met the President-
elect. 

 
Team of Rivals will include Cameron’ story and offer insights into the man and his 

contributions to American history.  Simon Cameron was born in March 8, 1799 in Maytown, 
Pennsylvania.  He was orphaned at nine and later apprenticed to a printer, Andrew Kennedy, 
editor of the Northumberland Gazette, before entering the field of journalism.  Cameron served 
as State Printer of Pennsylvania from 1825 until 1827 and was state Adjutant General in 1826.  
He had several successful business and banking ventures.  His contracts with canal companies, 
railroads, and banks amassed so much money, he later boasted, that he might have become “the 
richest man in Pennsylvania” had he not pursued elective office. 

Cameron became a Whig Party member, and later a member of the Democratic Party, 
before being elected to replace James Buchanan (who would later become President) in the 
Senate in 1844.  He switched to the Republican Party and was nominated for President, but gave 
his support to Abraham Lincoln at the 1860 Republican National Convention; Lincoln, as part of 
the political bargain, named Cameron Secretary of War. 

Cameron was an incompetent administrator.  Observing the War Secretary’s 
unsystematic office practices, a congressman complained that “he would look about, find a scrap 
of paper, borrow your pencil, make a note, put the paper in one pocket of his trousers and your 
pencil in the other.”  Pennsylvania’s leading abolitionist Thaddeus Stevens supposedly quipped 
that Cameron was so corrupt that the only thing he wouldn’t steal was a red-hot stove.  When 
Cameron angrily demanded a retraction, Stevens drily replied:  “I told you he would not steal a 
red-hot stove.  I now take that back.” 
 

Cameron is alleged to have uttered the now-famous quote, “an honest politician is one 
who, when he is bought, stays bought.”   

 



Complaints of mismanagement and corruption in the War Department grew.  To protect 
himself, Cameron pandered to powerful congressional radicals by advocating the use of fugitive 
slaves for armed military service, regardless of the political problems this caused the President.  
In January 1862 Lincoln abruptly ended Cameron’s Cabinet career by appointing him Minister to 
Russia.  A month later Congress formally censured Cameron for extensive corruption in the War 
Department during his tenure.  After the war, Cameron repaired his Pennsylvania political 
machine and won reelection to the U.S. Senate.  He died in 1889. 

 
Cameron disagreed with Lincoln about provisioning South Carolina’s Fort Sumter after 

numerous federal installations had been seized by the seceding Southern states.  When asked by 
the President to express his opinion, Cameron wrote:  “I am greatly influenced by the opinions of 
the Army officers…As a practical military question, the time for succoring Fort Sumter…passed 
away nearly a month ago.” 

 
The Team of Rivals exhibit will first demonstrate how Lincoln chose his initial 

Presidential cabinet, composing it of men with differing viewpoints, some of whom were his 
opponents for the 1860 Republican Presidential nomination.  They include William H. Seward of 
New York, Secretary of State; Salmon P. Chase of Ohio, Secretary of the Treasury; Simon 
Cameron of Pennsylvania, Secretary of War; Gideon Welles of Connecticut, Secretary of the 
Navy; Caleb B. Smith of Indiana, Secretary of the Interior; Edward Bates of Missouri, Attorney 
General; and Montgomery Blair of Maryland, Postmaster General.  Seward, Chase, Cameron and 
Bates all vied with Lincoln for the Republican nomination.     
 

Visitors entering Team of Rivals will then learn about Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address, 
then see a digital map that notes the Federal installations taken over by the Southern states before 
and during Secession.  A corridor will follow the military and political path toward war as some 
of Lincoln’s own Cabinet members work behind his back to undermine his authority.  Fort 
Sumter will be examined before, during and after the battle that started the Civil War.  The final 
section will feature in-depth information about Lincoln’s Cabinet members along with displays 
of some of their personal possessions.                
 

Team of Rivals will open October 14, 2010, just prior to the 150th anniversary of 
Lincoln’s election as President in November 2010, his Farewell Address to Springfield as 
President-elect in February 2011, and the start of the Civil War in April 2011. 
 
 For more information about Team of Rivals or other programs and exhibits at the 
Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum, visit www.presidentlincoln.org.  
 

#     #     # 
 


